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      Of all interpersonal relationships outside the family , one 
of the most intense is that of roommates. College dormitory 
roommates, in particular, study and sleep in comparatively small 
rooms for up to five months  with  only occasional weekend breaks . 
If you add the further complication of cross-cultural 
differences, we have a situation where one could expect to 
encounter many problems akin to those that married couples often 
face in their first year of marriage. 
      Since roommates, unlike other couples, usually do not 
choose each other, there would seem to be a high potential for 
discomfort. Yet few roommates are so dissatisfied with their 
partners that they ask for other accommodations. When 
incompatibilities, however trivial, occur, it can damage or 
temporarily ruin a  student's college experience . Young people 
need to learn to deal with situations such as the roommate 
experience before entering the marriage relationship, and 
potential cross-cultural roommates should be as prepared for the 
experience as possible. 
      This paper is an exploratory inquiry into the problems 
which some Asia University America Program (AUAP) students have 
encountered with American roommates. Some recommendations for 
further research and  pre-orientation for America-bound students 
will be offered. 
BACKGROUND AND DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 
      The roommate relationship is very familiar to American 
college graduates, many of whom have lived with at least one 
roommate before marriage. Oregon State University , for example, 
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requires freshmen who enroll within one year of high school 
graduation to live in the university dormitories or housing 
cooperatives unless they have one of the approved excuses for 
not doing so. Or they may live in an  "equivalent group living 
experience." About  15% of the students at OSU live in this kind 
of university housing in which it is rare to have a single room 
(Personal communication, Oregon State University Housing  Dept). 
      Japanese college students, on the other hand, have usually 
not had a roommate before going to America, and this is one of 
the cross-cultural experiences to which they look forward. For 
most this will be their only long-term roommate relationship. 
Only about  5% of Asia University students live in three 
available dormitories and only one of these units has double 
occupancy rooms. Students who live in apartments usually live 
alone. The vast majority live at home with their families. The 
Japanese students who grew up without siblings can find the AUAP 
roommate situation especially unsettling. One of my students 
who is an only child confided that when he opened his eyes each 
morning and saw another person sleeping directly across from 
him, it always startled him for a moment. 
      The AUAP participating universities encourage students to 
have roommates from other cultures as a valuable educational 
experience where they will learn to communicate and cooperate 
across cultural boundaries. It is also assumed that the 
Japanese students will improve their English faster than if they 
lived with other Japanese. When students encounter severe 
problems, however, it may have the opposite effect on 
international relations than the universities hope for .
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      It was hearing some of these "horror"  stories about 
roommate incompatibility that prompted this study. A 
questionnaire requesting examples of cross-cultural 
misunderstandings with American roommates was distributed to 
AUAP returnees at Asia University from July to October of the 
1993-94 school year. Only students who admitted having some 
cross-cultural difficulties were requested to fill out the 
questionnaire after it became evident that more unanswered forms 
than answered forms were being returned from a trial survey . 
Thus, it is not certain how many students were part of the total 
sample, but 20 replies were received for analysis (see APPENDIX 
A: Roommate Compatibility  Survey). 
      Several flaws in the questionnaire should be noted for 
further research. Though the request for information was 
clearly directed toward those who had American roommates , two 
replies were received from students who had Japanese and 
European roommates and who related incidents with other 
Americans. The pool of respondents could be enlarged by 
deliberately including such students in further studies. Also, 
some provision for follow-up interviews would be useful , as it 
is often difficult to determine exactly what some of the survey 
responses mean. 
      The serious problems which came to light through this 
survey were all related by personal friends or by students 
responding to the questions in a class discussion (see 
 Acknowledgment). Since it appears that many students are very 
reluctant to relate this kind of information through a written 
channel, future inquiries may be more successful if interviews
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could be conducted by people who have some rapport with the 
respondents beforehand. 
REVIEW OF OTHER RESEARCH 
      I am aware of only two studies which deal exclusively with 
AUAP students in the roommate  situation. 
      Cynthia L. Wright examined the attitudes of Western 
Washington University students toward Asia University students
, 
comparing the attitudes of those who lived in the  same dormitory 
complex with the Japanese students against those who lived in 
another complex (Wright,  1992). Her research showed that it was 
very difficult for Japanese and American students to get to know 
each other if they did not live in close proximity . Also, the 
closer the contact and the longer the time spent interacting 
socially, the better the attitudes expressed by the American 
students toward the Japanese students . 
      Since Wright does not state how many, if any , of her 
respondents had Japanese roommates, Fumiko Nakamura Ruby's study 
at Oregon State University (1992) gives a clearer picture of 
Japanese and American students interacting as roommates . Using 
two questionnaires and face-to-face interviews, she questioned 
three groups: Japanese with American roommates, Americans with 
Japanese roommates, and Americans with American roommates . She 
was interested in how "satisfied" roommates were with each other 
and what strategies for effective communication marked the most 
satisfied international pairs. 
      Briefly, the following information from her study bears 
upon this inquiry: There were twice the percentage of satisfied 
female pairs  (68%) as male pairs  (32%) . Girls in both cultures
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seem to be more adaptable or easier and more eager to please in 
this kind of relationship. 
      Surprisingly, there was no correlation between the level of 
a  student's English ability and his/her ability to form a 
satisfying roommate relationship. There also seemed to be no 
correlation based on hobbies and interests or previous cross-
cultural experiences. 
     Regarding personalities, students who tried to adjust to 
situations were more satisfied, as a whole, than those who tried 
to change situations to  suit themselves. However, traits such 
as shyness, optimism and open-mindedness seemed to be equally 
distributed in the satisfied and unsatisfied groups. 
      Communication was better and satisfaction higher for 
roommates who spent more time together. This echoes Wright's 
findings that closer contact promotes better attitudes. 
However, those who did not initially like each other would 
probably not spend as much time together as those who did, 
leading one to wonder if a causative relationship can be implied 
 here. 
      A higher percentage of Americans living with Japanese were 
"highly satisfied" with their roommates than was true of the 
other two groups. The highest percentage of dissatisfied 
roommates were found in the American/American group. There was 
also no correlation between requesting a foreign student as a 
roommate and satisfaction. Ruby feels these facts indicate that 
ethnicity, cultural barriers, and language barriers did not make 
any difference in satisfaction level. 
      Some Americans were satisfied with their Japanese roommates 
for somewhat selfish reasons such as feeling that "they didn't
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have to interact with the roommates and their Japanese roommates 
didn't prevent them from doing what they wanted to do" (Ruby , 
1992, pg.  57). We can surmise that satisfaction level is 
therefore not as dependent upon the roommates' personalities and 
actions as one would assume, but upon the amount of time which 
each participant can devote to the relationship and the 
expectations that each person has of a roommate. 
      American students mentioned only a few sources of 
dissatisfaction with their Japanese roommates, almost all of 
which can be blamed upon Japanese reticence. Americans missed 
being able to talk about personal problems with Japanese 
roommates as they were able to do with Americans . There is a 
language barrier, of course, but Japanese students were 
generally disinclined to share personal information. Americans 
also perceived the Japanese to be over-polite and too reserved 
in this particular relationship, i.e. they acted too much like 
guests and never seemed to make themselves at home as an 
American would. In general, it was psychological feelings of 
incompatibility which disturbed Americans most , while physical 
things like a roommate staying up too late at night most 
disturbed the Japanese. 
SURVEY RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
      Unlike Ruby's study at OSU, this  inquiry focused only on 
sources of dissatisfaction between roommates and makes no 
attempt to assess the degree of discontent. Most of the 
problems mentioned in the survey were not really cross-cultural 
misunderstandings of the kind I was seeking , but were small 
disagreements that affect all roommates . The cross-cultural 
differences occurred when the Japanese students could not
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express their feelings of surprise, betrayal, disgust or even 
satisfaction to their American partners. 
     Some probably said nothing because they felt their 
complaints were relatively insignificant compared to the 
satisfaction they felt with the overall relationship. One girl 
declared, "My roommate was very messy, but except for this, she 
was  great." Another said, "My roommate talked a long time on 
the phone at midnight, but she was funny and kind and so nice to 
me." 
      Others rarely interacted with their roommates because their 
schedules were too different, so they reported  "no problems." 
Non-interaction is a problem, however, if the student wanted to 
talk to an American roommate as part of their overseas 
experience. It was interesting that one person who reported no 
problems thought that more than  80% of AUAP students had trouble 
with their roommates (See Appendix  A). 
     Ruby noted that it is extremely difficult for two shy 
roommates to interact satisfactorily because neither is likely 
to take the initiative. One of the boys in this study said he 
had a roommate who was very different from him, being a 
Christian and very shy. But the Japanese student made greater 
efforts to speak with his roommate and to have lunch with him. 
Another student implied that he eventually gave up trying to 
talk to his roommate whose interests were just too different 
from his. 
      The most numerous complaint (7) concerned jokes and slang 
which one student said he "couldn't understand at all." Another 
asked on the questionnaire how he should respond to  "What's up, 
man?" Sexual joking perplexed many of the boys. Though most of 
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these are natural language mastery problems, one student seemed 
somewhat hurt that his roommate sometimes said, "Are you crazy?" 
In Japan, the word crazy is probably never used lightly, so it 
took the student some time to realize that it is used a great 
deal by young people in the U.S. and usually shouldn't be taken 
literally. Sometimes it is even used admiringly to compliment 
people who take risks or are daring and free-thinking. 
     Most students said that they felt satisfied with the pre-
orientation they had received before going to America, except 
for their language ability. Several felt excluded from the group 
by the way Americans spoke to them and around them . One girl 
expressed the probable feelings of many this way: "With American 
students I sometimes felt ignored, since I didn't know what they 
were talking about. It was troublesome for them to have to 
explain the meaning to me, but I would be much happier if they 
explained it to me. When I didn't know the whole situation , I 
felt scared and unsafe." 
      The second most common type of complaints concerned the 
difficulties when adjusting to life together in a small room . 
Five people said that either they or their roommates went to bed 
too early, leaving their roommate without a place to socialize 
or work. Other roommates got up too early and made too much 
noise, used the phone too late at night, or opened the windows 
while sleeping on cold winter nights . 
      Many respondents confused certain types of behavior with 
character faults, and it is indeed difficult to distinguish the 
two at times. Quite a few boys complained of the lack of 
personal hygiene exhibited by their roommates. Comments like, 
"He doesn't wash his clothes" and "He farted all day, so I felt 
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 uncomfortable," are typical. Some girls complained that they 
had to do all the cleaning because their roommates  were 
extremely messy and "couldn't change her character even when I 
asked her." 
      There were only four kinds of complaints (with a total of 
five) that I regard as rather serious , i.e. potentially 
detrimental to the relationship between the people involved . 
      1) A male student said that his roommate asked permission
to put his things in the Japanese student's side of the room . 
The Japanese student said it was all right, thinking he was 
giving permission for a one-time occurrence. The roommate, 
however, continued to encroach on the Japanese student's space 
though  he never subsequently asked permission. The Japanese 
student allowed this to continue without protesting, but he 
resented it. 
      2) A student reported that her roommate stole things from 
her. There was no explanation about what was stolen or what the 
Japanese student ultimately did about this personal violation . 
      3) A female student had to change rooms when her roommate
complained that she smoked though she had asked for a non-
smoking roommate. This was a misunderstanding on the Japanese 
student's part, because she thought she would not be given an 
American roommate if she said that she wanted a smoker . 
      4) Two students reported that their roommates refused to 
share the room's facilities with them . One said, "She didn't 
tell me the refrigerator was public and she put her things on 
it, so I thought it was hers . She should have told me this." 
The other person's roommate claimed that the TV and the 
telephone were hers alone.
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      Three of these incidents can be regarded as a kind of 
bullying which occurs when one person perceives another as weak 
or unlikely to say anything in his/her own defense. 
 PEDAGOGICAL  RECOMMENDATIONS 
      Many writers have pointed  out that Japanese and American 
personalities, social expectations, and cultural values seem to 
be in almost total opposition (e.g. Barnlund, 1979 and 1989, 
Lebra, 1976, and March,  1992). According to Barnlund: 
    The Japanese may be frustrated in his contacts with 
   Americans by their "flippant" attitude toward 
    formalities, their "insensitivity" to differences in 
    status, their "embarrassing" critical remarks, their
    "prying" questions , their "unnatural" physical intimacy, 
    and their predilection for "premature" decisions. In 
    the Japanese culture these are the meanings that would 
    be attached to such behavior. How is one to know, or 
    if he knows, to overcome his natural inclination to 
    follow the only rules one knows for making sense- his 
 own? (Barnlund, 1979, pg.  41). 
      He goes on to describe the similar American bafflement with 
"endless" Japanese rituals , "pointless" conversations, long 
silences that "waste time", seemingly "childish" humor, 
"inexcusable" delays , "evasive" statements and the "distant and 
cold" facial expressions of those with whom they are trying to 
communicate. 
      By all accounts, it is generally agreed that overcoming 
differences in outlook as vast as those enumerated here cannot 
be done. John Condon and Fathi Yousef are skeptical that 
studying another culture and trying to change one's basic 
outlook in order to fit into a radically different social frame 
can succeed in the short term (Condon, J. and Fathi,  Y.1984). 
Nor will I advocate such an approach to classroom preparation 
for America-bound students. This survey, however, highlighted
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two main areas of complaint which I believe can be dealt with 
 successfully in the classroom. 
      The first of these is already an important part of the 
curriculum. Though Ruby (1992) did not detect any relationship 
between language level and roommate compatibility, many students 
in this survey thought they would have been happier if they had 
been able to understand more slang, jokes and unconventional 
usage of words like crazy. While it is difficult to teach all 
the latest catch phrases because they change continuously, more 
emphasis should probably be placed on this kind of language at 
all stages of the English curriculum. 
      Perhaps the students feel somewhat uncomfortable, also, 
because American society is so  "verbal" compared with Japanese 
society, to quote one of my Japanese colleagues in graduate 
school. It should be impressed upon the students in cross-
cultural training that while Japanese society distrusts words as 
a means of serious  communication and tends to rely upon 
intuitive understanding instead, 1) trying to intuit across 
cultural boundaries leaves one wide open to numerous errors in 
judgment and 2) Americans feel that speech is a source of great 
human accomplishment and the social system rests upon a deep 
commitment to discussion as a means of learning, decision-
making, negotiation and resolution of conflicts. 
      The second area of complaint was not detected by the 
students themselves but underlies, I believe, many of the 
sources of unhappiness for both the Japanese and the Americans 
in the roommate relationship. This is the universal inability 
of people to let others know what they are feeling in 
uncomfortable  situation's in a way that doesn't violate the
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rights of others. Americans tend to be too aggressive when they 
feel that they are being taken advantage of or when something 
offends them; Japanese tend to react too passively . 
      Lebra (1976), in particular, clearly describes the many 
ways that Japanese internalize and passively react to slights 
and antagonistic behavior. There is also the strong cultural 
tendency to impose restraint on  one's own feelings and actions 
in order to avoid hurting  another's feelings or being a bother 
to others. It can be self-damaging if carried too far . 
      The imposition of self-restraint to avoid hurting 
 another's feelings also can reach an extreme that 
      reveals immaturity even to most Japanese . The 
      individual may acquiesce in the face of an intrusion 
      on his rights or autonomy only because he is reluctant 
      to offend another person by claiming his right (Lebra ,       1976
, pg.  42). 
      Japanese may also avoid being a burden or a nuisance to 
someone else even in emergencies . Lebra says that  "Japanese 
individuality, thus conceived, rests not on the imposition of 
 one's will on the social environment, but on the refusal to 
impose oneself on it" (ibid . pg.  43). 
      A great deal of this reluctance to assert individual needs 
is part of the well-known Japanese wish to conform to their 
group (e.g. Nakane, 1984). Idiosyncrasies or dissent may make 
one unpopular, so in business, marriage, or any other endeavor
, 
the group has priority over personal interests and must always 
be acknowledged. This tendency to avoid making waves is good 
for creating superficial harmony , but as Japanese travel outside 
their country in greater numbers , they are getting the 
reputation for being easy marks for criminals of all kinds . 
There have been numerous stories in the newspapers and on
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television during the past year of Japanese victimization , 
ranging from robbery and fraud to rape and murder . 
      Exchange students such as those  queried in this study are 
warned about these traps and are fairly closely supervised . The 
AUAP universities are nearly all in small towns where crimes are 
not numerous. Some students, however, may become the targets of 
name-calling when they are off-campus or they may experience 
mild bullying by their roommates or close associates in the 
dormitories. 
      I believe that students can be given some additional 
language training which would prepare them to stand up for 
themselves in situations such as those described in this paper . 
One model for such a program has been used with Asian-American 
businessmen  (Asahi Evening  News, Aug. 14,  1993) . The 
participants are taught through role-playing to make more eye 
contact, to start more sentences with  "I" , to repeat themselves 
for emphasis, and  to use more positive body language
, such as 
sitting upright rather then slouching . 
      Asia University students should be encouraged to find out 
their rights as roommates in AUAP  pre-orientation sessions . 
Some rights which many of the students seemed confused about 
would concern the use of dormitory room facilities such as the 
telephone and refrigerator . They should know how the bills are 
paid and to whom they should talk if problems occur with their 
roommates concerning the use of these things . Other such rights 
might include  "the right to get a good night's sleep" or "the 
right to use half the room without excessive interference ."
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      Once the student's rights as a roommate  are clearly 
understood, he/she can be taught the language to deal with 
potential problems assertively. Rhoda  McFarland says: 
        To be assertive is to express your feelings 
    honestly, directly, and appropriately in a way that 
    does not violate the rights of others. To be 
    aggressive is to express yourself without regard for 
    the rights of others with the purpose of dominating and 
    over-powering. To be passive is not to communicate 
    directly and honestly, denying or neglecting your own 
     feelings, ignoring your own rights and allowing others 
    to infringe on them (McFarland, 1986, pg.  11). 
      Since Americans tend to fall into  the error of acting 
aggressively when they are trying to be assertive, many 
Japanese who are trying to imitate American usage of 
English may also make this mistake in a way that gives a 
bad impression. Rather than maintaining the usual polite, 
mild-mannered Japanese image, they may come across as 
abrupt, pushy and even rude (Tanaka,  1988). 
      Teaching Japanese students to acknowledge their true 
feelings and express them in a way that is consistent with 
their own personalities while treating their American 
roommates with dignity and respect is partially a matter of 
using appropriate language.  McFarland advised using "I" 
messages to avoid accusing, blaming or damaging another's 
dignity. For example, you can say "I am angry," "I feel 
 anxious," or "I like the way you treat people" while using 
the appropriate body language and without showing excessive 
emotion. In this way, a person takes responsibility for 
 his/her own feelings. 
       "You" messages and the word should are best avoided . 
 "You make me angry"  :-,eans you have power over me to make me 
 feel angry. "You shouldn't say things like that" means you
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do not know how to talk, so it is my job to tell you. "I" 
messages leave the person to whom one is speaking with the 
power to do what s/he wishes about his or her behavior, 
while "you" messages make the receiver feel defensive. 
Compare "You're wrong" with "I disagree with  you." And 
 "You embarrassed me." is  more inflammatory than "I feel 
embarrassed when..." 
      In order to send a really clear message, explicit words for 
feelings need to be learned and practiced. Words like annoyed, 
irritated, furious, exasperated and enraged represent various 
degrees of angry feelings and sound much better than "I'm mad" 
(see McFarland, Pg. 53 for a thorough list of explicit words for 
 feelings)  . 
      In conclusion, though students may encounter few problems 
with roommates in America, a thorough understanding of their 
rights and some strategies for dealing with cross-culturally 
annoying behavior can only increase their confidence as they 
venture beyond the shores of Japan.
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Appendix A: Roommate Compatibility Survey 
Dear AUAP Student, 
    I am interested in writing a research paper about interpersonal 
relations between Japanese and American students, especially those where 
differences in culture cause misunderstandings. I have heard of two 
incidents between roommates in the AUAP situation and I would like to 
collect a few more. Would you please take the time to answer the following 
questions as honestly as possible? I promise that your name will never be 
associated with anything you say, and your comments would help me a great 
deal. 
1. When you were studying in the U.S., did you have any misunderstandings 
with your American roommate which you could not deal with well? For 
example: 
      A) troubles with behavior such as your roommate using your belongings 
or putting his things in your side of the  room...Please explain. 
       5 responses (2 of a  "moral  disagreement" type) 
      B) troubles due to language such as jokes you didn't understand or 
other misunderstandings because you couldn't understand what was said or 
say what you wanted to  say.. Please explain. 
        7 responses 
      C) disagreements about life in a small living space such as one 
person always stays up late with the light on while the other person wants 
to go to bed  early...Please explain. 
        5 responses 
         D) troubles due to your personalities and character being too 
 different...Please explain. 
        3 responses 
           E) Other things. 
       2 "No  problems" 2 other comments like complaints about the greasy 
                              dorm food 
2. What school did you attend in America? 
3. Of the people you knew who went to America, what percentage do you 
think had some kind of cultural misunderstanding with their roommate? 
 (circle  one) 10% or less 2 50 to 80% 11 
                  10  % to  50% 6 more than  80% 1 
4. Do you think you were prepared for the experiences you had in America? 
Is there anything that you wish you had known before you  went?
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